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WAR 



BY WILLIAM LYON PHELPS 
Professor of English Literature at Yale 



Pbom the standpoint of Christianity, there is no such 
thing as a foreign war. Every war is a civil war. If the 
phrase " brotherhood of man " is anything except cant, it 
means that nearly all Europe is now engaged in wholesale 
fratricide. 

When a nation declares war on another nation, it simply 
passes a law making legal, and thereby encouraging, mur- 
der, robbery, and arson; with the unavoidable and clearly 
foreseen accompanying crimes of rape and torture. 

It is absurd to deny that there have been cruel outrages 
in Belgium and France; just as absurd as it would be to 
suppose that there will be no outrages in Germany if the 
allied forces occupy that country. It is equally absurd to 
express surprise or horror at these events. They are a 
necessary part of the horror of war, and invariably follow 
it. War means murder and destruction on the largest pos- 
sible scale. There is nothing beautiful about it; nothing 
fine; nothing admirable; nothing noble. Why lift up the 
hands in amazed protest when bombs are dropped on cities 
and women slaughtered by soldiers? These things are a 
natural part of war. Is there any torture for a woman 
worse than the murder of her son? If both parties in this 
conflict rejoice when they murder a particularly large num- 
ber of young men, why should any one be astonished or 
grieved at the murder of old men, children, or women? 
War means that so-called civilized nations have relapsed 
into barbarism, and that formerly rational and peaceful 
citizens have become frenzied demons. Does any one sup- 
pose, when a million armed men bent on murder and de- 
struction occupy a country they are endeavoring to destroy, 
that courtesy, gentleness, consideration, are the words to 
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describe their conduct? War is now what it always has 
been, not a courteous joint debate, but hell on earth. 

Nor should any one be surprised that all modern methods 
of slaughter should be employed in this war. Just as in 
ancient times scythe-bearing chariots and elephants were 
used, just as each nation in war took advantage of every 
possible method to inflict suffering and death on the an- 
tagonist, so it is natural and proper that this war should 
develop not only on land, but in the air and in the waters 
under the earth. Aerial bombs and floating mines should 
excite no protest whatever. War is in itself wholly bad, and 
it is impossible to draw nice distinctions ; when a nation is 
bent on murder, you cannot expect it to remember the rules 
that govern polite society. 

In times of war those in the ranks become devils and those 
who stay at home lose their reason. If it were not for the 
unspeakable horror of war, its main feature would, be its 
colossal absurdity. We, in neutral America, will never 
know for certain what nation is to blame for this war; be- 
cause the so-called intelligent persons in each nation, whose 
word would have weight in other matters, are absolutely 
firm, not only in their hope that their particular country 
will win, but in their faith that their particular country is 
on the side of God, Truth, Honor, Civilization, World- 
Idealism. This is a proof that in times of war men are not 
guided by their reasoning faculties at all, but are simply 
blinded by passion. 

If this were a war between the English people and the 
German Kaiser, then we might arrive at some clear conclu- 
sion. But the good and intelligent English people are not 
one whit more convinced that England is right than the good 
and intelligent German people are convinced that Germany 
is right. The same fact is absolutely true of Russia and of 
France. A number of English writers — men and women 
whose names command high respect — have signed a state- 
ment that England is right and pure, Germany wicked and 
wrong; but the difficulty is that the German writers believe 
just the opposite. Romain Rolland, the distinguished 
French novelist, appealed to Gerhart Hauptmann, the dis- 
tinguished German dramatist, to protest to the German 
Government against the " atrocities " in Belgium; but Herr 
Hauptmann is apparently just as firm in his faith that the 
Germans can do no wrong as M. Rolland is in his attacks 
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upon them. M. Maeterlinck, a kindly, intelligent, philosoph- 
ical Belgian, wants the whole German nation smashed: he 
thinks they are a generation of vipers, with no place in 
modern civilization. Perhaps the most striking evidence of 
the incapacity to think clearly and dispassionately, or to use 
reason at all, is seen in the case of the distinguished Rus- 
sian writer Andreev. No man, not even Zola, has written 
against the horror of war more eloquently than Andreev. 
His novel, The Red Laugh, should be studied by every one 
who thinks there is anything fine in warfare. Yet now we 
find this apostle of peace saying, " Though I am opposed 
to war on principle and regard bloodshed with horror, 1 
welcome war with Germany as necessary. This is a war 
for the soul, for spiritual liberty." And that is exactly 
what the Germans think, from the most enlightened univer- 
sity professors down to the most ignorant peasants. 

Henri Lavedan in Prance and John Galsworthy in Eng- 
land have simultaneously published their " creeds "; and 
it is interesting to observe that it took nothing less than a 
war to get a creed out of the astute English spectator and 
analyzer of life, who has always disliked partisanship. Both 
these creeds are lofty and noble in language; in sentiment 
honest and sincere. But Germans of equal intelligence and 
sincerity believe precisely the opposite. 

That is one reason why war is useless. It never settles 
the rights and wrongs of any conflict of opinion. It never 
brings us any nearer to the truth. It simply settles by brute 
force (and at a waste of life and property that cannot even 
be estimated, for its results are felt for many generations) 
which party in the conflict is the stronger. Men's opinions 
in the fight are determined not by reason, but by the mere 
accident of birth; just as in the American war of 1861- 
65, those who happened to be born in the South had clear 
convictions that the Soxith was right; those born in the 
North were equally clear in the contrary conviction. So 
they murdered each other. 

In a recent number of the London Athenwum, in a column 
of book advertisements, there is an unintentional but grim 
humor in the order — The Russo-Japanese War, The In- 
vasion of France, The Franco-German War, Text-Booh of 
Insanity. 

It is a curious result of this war that many persons are 
wondering whether or not Christianity is a failure. With- 
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out stopping to inquire how a remedy can be a failure when 
it is not given a trial, it looks to me as if everything was a 
failure except Christianity; and that it might be a good 
idea in the future for America to try Christianity and see 
how it works. Diplomacy has totally failed ; one of the chief 
purposes of diplomacy is to avert disaster, to ward off 
bloodshed, and we are witnessing the worst war in history. 
Socialism is a total, ignominious, laughable failure; before 
the war the Socialists in Europe, knowing well that if they 
all united, regardless of boundary lines, they might put a 
stop to war, told the world what great things they would do 
for the cause of peace ; how they, at any rate, would not be 
deceived by any false sentiment about a country's flag. But 
at the first outbreak of the war the Socialists in each country 
flew eagerly to arms. Science and learning are failures, for 
all the efforts of lonely men in laboratories to preserve hu- 
man life and to save the body from suffering are negated in 
a day. Learning is a failure because it did not prevent the 
tide of barbarism from controlling Europe ; and during the 
war there is not even the pretense of going on with it. Arma- 
ments which have stolen the money that might have been 
used to elevate and improve mankind are a colossal failure, 
as we who believe in peace have always known. We were 
never deceived by the legend that the surest way to prepare 
for peace was to get ready for war; it was certain that 
sooner or later those who had the guns would use them. 
It is to be hoped that their scientific curiosity on the ques- 
tion of efficiency is already satisfied. 

Each government has successfully persuaded its people 
that they are fighting in a holy cause. Germany insists 
on the danger of Pan-Slavism ; but if this is the real danger, 
why do the Germans hate the English so much more in- 
tensely than the Slavs? England tells its people that they 
went to war to preserve the neutrality of Belgium ; but does 
any one believe that if Germany had taken another route 
to France England would have remained neutral? It was 
a fortunate thing for England that Germany did break her 
word to Belgium ; for the English people have what is called 
a non-conformist conscience, and some would surely have 
spoken out if the only cause of the war had been England's 
self-interest. France insists it is fighting in the name of 
civilization; but if France had not lost Alsace and Lor- 
raine would she be fighting Germany now? No, this war 
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means that each nation would rather fight than suffer a 
material loss. Patriotism is easily aroused, but no passion 
of patriotism ought to deceive those whose citizenship is 
in heaven, who have enrolled themselves in the service of 
the Kingdom of God. War is absolutely incompatible with 
such service and such citizenship. 

When a country is once at war the government informs 
its people that, no matter what their individual convictions 
may be, they must all support the war. Or, as one states- 
man has expressed it, "It is no time to consider rights 
and wrongs when the house is on fire." But when a man's 
house is on fire he does not run off to find and punish the 
man who set it on fire. He tries to put the fire out. Thus 
the best news that can come to America is not that the 
Allies or the Germans have been victorious; the best news 
will be the news that the conflagration is over, that peace 
is at hand. Benjamin Franklin, who was far more ad- 
vanced in civilization than the vast majority of people who 
are living to-day, said : ' ' All wars are follies. There never 
was a good war. ' ' 

Even now some Americans are insisting that we go in 
for increased armaments and a great navy; that we should 
take money needed for education and internal improve- 
ments and spend it on fighting-machines. Would it not be 
well to give Christianity a trial? The religion of Christ 
is as reasonable as it is noble. It is the only method of 
settling quarrels that combines absolute good sense with 
pure ethics. In time of war, for the purpose of inflicting 
death, mutilation, and destruction on those whom we call 
our brothers, every one is called upon to make heroic sacri- 
fices. Would it not be fine in the future if the United States 
of America should make some actual sacrifices to prevent 
war? Would it not be splendid if we actually sustained 
insults and material damage from some other country and 
did not fight? A faith is no good unless one is willing to 
suffer for it. Peace will never come to this uncivilized 
planet until some nation shows, not by its professions, but 
by its behavior, that it believes in peace. Some nation will 
have to suffer in the cause of peace as so many nations have 
suffered in the evil cause of war. Will it not be fine if that 
nation should turn out to be our own? 

William Lyon Phelps. 



